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Renewed confrontations in mid-January between government security forces and coca growers in
the Chapare region of Bolivia took the lives of two campesinos and four members of the security
forces. The Bolivian Congress expelled Evo Morales, a congressional deputy and leader of the
organized coca growers, saying he incited the violence that led to the deaths of the police and
military personnel. Angry campesinos have now begun a massive protest against the congressional
action.

Violence follows government action in mid-January
The Chapare is home to about 30,000 campesinos, many of whom migrated to the region
following the collapse of the mining industry. The Chapare is the major battleground between
the government, which has vowed to eradicate coca growing in the region, and the coca growers
(cocaleros), who say they have no viable alternative that will allow them to earn a living. The
cocaleros say they would rather die than see more eradication of coca fields by the government.
They are demanding the right to freely grow and market the leaf, which is the raw material for
making cocaine, but is also used for certain legal products, such as tea, balms, and even toothpaste.
Under the US-backed Plan Dignidad begun by former President Hugo Banzer (1971-1978, 1997-2001)
in 1998, 47,000 ha of illegal coca plants have been eradicated (see NotiSur, 1998-08-21). The
government estimates that about 4,000 ha of illegal coca remain.
In the Yungas region near La Paz, the government allows 12,000 ha of coca to be grown legally for
traditional medicinal, cultural, and religious use by the Quechua and Aymara Indians. The latest
protests by several thousand campesinos, which began Jan. 15 in the town of Sacaba, 12 km north of
Cochabamba, followed a government order to close a market where coca leaf was sold. During the
next two days, seven people died in the confrontations three campesinos and four members of the
security forces and about 80 people were wounded. Scores of protesters were detained.
Cochabamba police said on Jan. 18 that the bodies of one soldier and one police officer had been
found along the banks of a river near Sacaba. The police said the bodies showed signs of torture.
Representatives of the Catholic Church, the Defensor del Pueblo, and members of the Asamblea
de Derechos Humanos (APDHB) tried to bring the government and the protesters together, but the
government said it would not negotiate with murderers.
Vice Minister of Social Defense Oswaldo Antezna, in charge of the government's anti-drug efforts,
said that the government would "not dialogue with criminals." He said the government would not
consider a meeting until the campesinos turned over to the government those responsible for the
torture and killing of the soldier and the police officer.
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On Jan. 20, the police arrested 60 campesinos accused of being involved in the killing. Among the
detainees were most of the leaders of the organized coca growers. Morales, who was not arrested,
said campesinos would erect roadblocks the following day unless the government agreed to release
those detained and meet to discuss the closing of the Sacaba market. Morales lamented the deaths
of both the protesters and the security personnel, but said reopening the coca market represents
"the survival of thousands of families, who prefer death to hunger, and who are defending their
rights."

Congress reacts
On Jan. 24, the lower house of the Bolivian Congress expelled Morales, an action that strips him
of legislative immunity and all other privileges attached to the office. The legislators censured
Morales for violating Article 20 of the parliament's ethics rules, charging that he incited violent acts,
threatened the government, and promoted subversion. The relatives of the soldier and the police
officer who were tortured and killed appeared before the Chamber of Deputies ethics committee
and accused Morales of being the intellectual author behind the crimes. Morales said he was
innocent and blamed the government for the confrontations and the deaths in Sacaba. After a
seven-hour debate, 104 deputies voted in favor of the lifetime expulsion, 14 voted against, and one
abstained.
Morales has represented the Chapare in Congress since 1997. "If Evo Morales has to go to jail for his
companions, he will go proudly; if Evo Morales must go to the cemetery, as many death threats have
warned, I have no problem with it," said Morales as he began a hunger strike following the vote. He
said he was proud to have been expelled from a parliament that he described as the "premier mafia
of the state" made up of "the corrupt and decadent political class."
Labor unions and campesino organizations accused the five main political parties of orchestrating a
campaign against the cocaleros and the poor in general. The next day Morales left the congressional
building to return to Cochabamba for a court appearance. From there he went to a union
headquarters to continue his hunger strike.

Congressional action brings renewed protests
The congressional action set off a new round of protests by thousands of campesinos in
Cochabamba, to which the police responded with tear gas. Several people were slightly injured and
seven union leaders were arrested. "Bolivia is living in a dictatorship," Morales shouted from the
balcony of the union headquarters. "I have committed no crime. The real delinquents are still in
Congress." Meanwhile, the largest campesino organization met in Sucre to decide on new measures
to protest the decision by the Chamber of Deputies.
"This congress will draw up a political-revolutionary document in support of our brother Evo
Morales," said the president of the powerful Confederacion Sindical Unica de Trabajadores
Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB), Felipe Quispe, widely known as El Mallku (the Great Condor in
Aymara). "We are deeply angered by this latest act." Quispe called the decision of the legislature "a
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low blow against the indigenous movement." He said if Congress does not reinstate Morales by Feb.
1, "the entire CSUTCB will mobilize like furious ants" and cut all the roads in the country.
The congressional action seems to have united Quispe with Morales and the cocaleros. The two
indigenous leaders have frequently been at odds. Quispe said that, besides the reinstatement of
Morales, the campesinos are demanding that the government fulfill commitments made in an
agreement signed last November, which include providing tractors, land, agrarian-development
projects, and setting up an indigenous university (see NotiSur, 2000-10-20).
On Jan. 30, the CSUTCB issued a statement calling for an indefinite national strike, with the blocking
of all roads and all agricultural transport as of Jan. 31. The statement also called for the destruction
of agricultural imports. The government has repeated that it will not negotiate the marketing of coca
with Morales, nor will it permit the campesinos to block roads, and said it had already mobilized
troops to keep the major highways open.

-- End --
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